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10TH CENTURY CARPATHIAN BASIN FUNERARY EYE COVERING FINDS
IN THE LIGHT OF EASTERN EUROPEAN ANALOGIES AND THEIR CULTURAL
ANTHROPOLOGICAL INTERPRETATION

TEKLA BALOGH BODOR!

This essay introduces and analyzes the metal finds interpreted as funerary eye coverings discovered in 10"
century Carpathian Basin graves. It classifies and systematizes the objects on the basis of their formal
characteristics and examines the context and the graves in which they were discovered as well as what
characterizes their geographical distribution and their chronology. The funerary eye coverings in the find
materials of the 10"-11" century Carpathian Basin have close analogies in Eastern Europe, primarily in
the medieval find materials of the Volga-Ural region. This essay approaches the objects and the belief
concepts related to them through the classification of the finds as well as through the aid of similar
ethnological and cultural anthropological examples, using this as a basis to raise new considerations for
further research.?

RESEARCH HISTORY

In 1871, at Piliny-Leshegy, the first Conquest period grave was found where the excavating archaeologist,
Baron Jend Nyary, proposed the use of a funerary eye covering in connection with the burial — although
later even he interpreted the remains differently.’ In 1958, Istvan Dienes excavated the cemetery known by
the name Tiszaeszlar-Bashalom-Fenyvespart II, where in grave number 10 he discovered square sheets of
silver over the eye sockets and mouth of the corpse as well as the remains of some kind of leather shroud.
He found a parallel to the traces of this rite in the medieval archaeological remains of the area inhabited
by peoples speaking Finno-Ugric languages.* Istvan Fodor also showed parallels to this burial custom in
the group of archaeological cultures known from the western foothills of the Urals and reported on further
graves with funerary eye coverings.’

At the end of the 20" century, the rethinking of the origins of the funerary eye coverings was proposed.
Mihaly Benkd was the first who questioned the idea that the appearance of masks and eye coverings in the
remains from the Conquest period people was of Uralian origin, and ascribed the phenomenon — however
without archaeological analysis — to influence from peoples speaking Turkic languages. He sought the
antecedents to the custom in the Central Asian region. According to his opinion the custom of funerary eye
coverings spread amongst the peoples of western Siberia and the Ural region through the influence of Turkic
speaking peoples and this is where the Hungarians became familiar with the practice and brought it with
them to the Carpathian Basin.® Janos Makkay also considered the use of funerary eye coverings amongst
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the Conquest period people to be a custom of Turkic origin.” The exhibition entitled Ancient Death Masks
organized by the Hungarian National Museum in 2013 contributed to the research of the topic, bringing
forward a great deal of evidence and new finds for the Uralian origins of the custom.®

THE FORMAL CHARACTERISTICS OF THE MASKS

During the collection of materials fundamentally
based upon a survey of the volumes of the series
reporting archaeological finds entitled Magyar-
orszdag honfoglalds kori és kora Arpdd-kori
sirleletei (Grave Goods of Hungary from the
Conquest Period and Early Arpad Period), 1
tracked down 64 Conquest period graves from
32 sites in the Carpathian Basin where remains

of funerary eye coverings were discovered. I 1. csoport 2. csoport
divided the metal finds determined to be eye
coverings, those sewn onto the shroud covering a‘

the skull or just placed over the eye sockets and
mouth, into four categories based on their formal

) < @
characteristics. @ 5
The sole representative of the first group is the @g

funerary eye covering discovered in the grave
designated as Rakamaz-Strazsadomb A (fig. 1).

This type of funerary eye covering is presently Fig. 1: The four formal groups of metal finds identified as
unique in the area, but there are numerous parallels funerary eye coverings, sewn onto the shroud covering the
known from the Ural region, primarily amongst skull or just placed over the eye sockets and mouth (Group

the so-called half-masks typical of the 8"-9% 1: grave A from Rakamaz-Strazsadomb [Osi halotti maszkok.
Kiallitasi katalogus (Ancient Funerary Masks. Exhibition

Centu‘nes' This jtype 1 cu§t0marlly compared to Catalogue) (Budapest: Hungarian National Museum 2013),
Carnival masks in general in ethnography, and the fig. 44.]; Group 2: grave 10, cemetery Il at Tiszaeszlar
sheet that lies on the eyes has a figure-eight form Bashalom-Fenyvespart [Osi halotti maszkok. Kidllitsi

with oval holes at the eyes. The sheet placed over  katalogus (Ancient Funerary Masks. Exhibition Catalogue)
the oral cavity is oval and also has an oval hole in (Budapest: Hungarian National Museum 2013), fig. 42.];

. . Group 3: grave 8 from Szabadkigyos-Palliget plot [Balint
the middle. Belonging to the second category are Csanad: X. szazadi temet6 a szabadkigydsi-palligeti tablaban

the simple, often square or rectangular funerary eye (Tenth Century Cemetery in the Plot of Szabadkigyds-Palliget).
coverings cut from sheets of precious metal that are 4 Békés Megyei Miizeumok kozleménye (Békéscsaba) 1 (1971),

often paper thin (fig. 7). According to the evidence 6. plot 1-2.]; Group 4: grave 100 from Kiskundorozsma-
from the finds, objects were also used as funerary mould Hosszuhat [Bende Livia—Lorinczy Gabor—Tiirk

. that oricinall t made for thi Attila: Honfoglalas kori temetkezés Kiskundorozsma-
cye coverings that originally were not made tor this -, o nat-halomrol (Eine Landnahmezeitlihe Bestattung von

purpose. This third category includes fittings that Kiskundorozsma Hosszithat-Hiigel). Méra Ferenc Miizeum
were employed secondarily in this manner during  Evkényve — Studia Archaeologica 8 (2002), Fig.10. 2, 15, 16]).

3. csoport 4. csoport

Makkay, Janos: Szarvasok, lovak, szemfedok, stk és talak. Indoirani (indodrja) sajatossagok a finnugor és a magyar

régisegben, ¢&s keltezésiik kérdései (Stags, Horses, Eye Coverings, Cauldrons and Platters. Indo-Iranian [Indo-Aryan]

Characteristics in Finno-Ugric and Hungarian Relics and the Questions of Their Origins) (Budapest: published by the author,

2007).

8 Fodor, Istvan: Osi halotti maszkok. Kidllitési katalégus (Ancient Death Masks. Exhibition Catalogue) (Budapest: Hungarian
National Museum 2013) 17-30.

9 Fodor, Istvan: Osi halotti maszkok. Kidllitdsi katalégus (Ancient Death Masks. Exhibition Catalogue) (Budapest: Hungarian
National Museum 2013), fig. 44.

10 Fodor, Istvan: Osi halotti maszkok. Kidllitési katalogus (Ancient Death Masks. Exhibition Catalogue) (Budapest: Hungarian

National Museum 2013), fig. 42.
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the burial (fig. 7)."" Included in the fourth category are those funerary eye coverings that contain coins
amongst their elements (fig. 1).'* There are three cases that can be classified in this group. In two cases,
at the Szeged Csongradi ut site, sheets of precious metal were placed over the eyes of the interred bodies,
while there were coins in their oral cavities."* In one case, in grave 100 at Kiskundorozsma-Hosszthat-
halom, coins were found in both the eye sockets and oral cavity of the interred body. According to the
opinion of the excavators it was clear that the coins found here must be interpreted as objects sewn into a
funerary eye covering.'*

However, it is not clear in the first two cases whether the coins discovered in the oral cavity were actually
part of a funerary eye covering or were funerary obols used alongside the metal sheets found in the eye
sockets. While it does not seem to make a great difference whether the coins were placed in the grave as part
of an eye covering or as a funerary obol, the thought process behind the two practices differ significantly.
The custom of providing a funerary obol can be traced back to antiquity. The coin placed under the tongue
of the deceased served as payment for Charon, the ferryman of the underworld who transported the dead
across the river Styx, after which they could continue their path to the afterlife.'> The placement of funerary
obols within the grave could be quite diverse; they were most commonly found in the mouth, but could also
be on the skull or in its vicinity, on the chest, under the skeleton, on the back, in the pelvis, on the stomach,
at the feet, in the groin or on the shoulder. It was also common that the coin intended to be a funerary obol
could be found in the right or left hand of the deceased.'® With the adoption of Christianity, the elements
belonging to pagan burial rites disappeared from graves due to their strict prohibition; only the custom of
providing a funerary obol remained and even spread in a wider range.'” It is conceivable that the placement
of coins in the eye sockets were then possibly the Christian variants for the provision of a funerary eye
covering'® — for the purpose of providing funerary obols — although in connection with the provision of
obols, Laszld Kovacs argued most recently for its eastern, Crimean origin."

Balint, Csanad: X. szazadi temet6 a szabadkigyodsi-palligeti tablaban (10" Century Cemetery on the Szabadkigyos-Palliget
Plateau). 4 Békés Megyei Muzeumok Kozleményei (Publications of the Békés County Museums) 1 (1971) table 6, 1-2.
Bende, Livia — Lorinczy, Gabor — Tiirk, Attila: Honfoglalas kori temetkezés Kiskundorozsma-Hosszthat-halomrol (Conquest
Period Burial from Kiskundorozsma-Hosszihat-halom). Méra Ferenc Miizeum Evkonyve (Annual of the Méra Ferenc
Museum) — Studia Archaeologica 8 (2002) fig. 10. 2, 15, 16.

Graves 1 and 36; Kiirti, Béla: Honfoglalé magyar sirok Szeged-Csongradi tton (Conquest Period Hungarian Graves at
Szeged-Csongradi ut). In: Honfoglalé magyarsig — Arpdd-kori magyarsag (Conquest Period Hungarians — Arpad Period
Hungarians). eds.: Palfi, Gyorgy — Farkas, L. Gyula — Molnar, Erika (Szeged, Jozsef Attila University, Department of
Anthropology 1996) 59-60.

Grave 100; Bende, Livia—Loérinczy, Gabor-Tiirk, Attila: Honfoglalas kori temetkezés Kiskundorozsma-Hosszihat-halomrol
(Eine Landnahmezeitlihe Bestattung von Kiskundorozsma-Hosszuhat-Hiigel) (Conquest Period Burial from Kiskundorozsma-
Hosszuhét-halom). Méra Ferenc Miizeum Evkonyve (Annual of the Mora Ferenc Museum) — Studia Archaeologica 8 (2002)
366-367.

Separovi¢, Tomislav: Coin Finds of Emperor Constantine V Copronymus in southern Croatia. In: Byzantine Coins in Central
Europe between the 5th and 10th century. Ed.: Wotoszyn, Marcin (Krakow, Polish Academy of Arts and Sciences Institute of
Archaeology University of Rzeszow 2009) 555.

Tettamanti, Sarolta: Temetkezési szokasok a 10-11. szazadi Karpat-medencében (Begrabnissitten im 10—11. Jahrhundert im
Karpatenbecken) (Burial Customs of the 10"-11" Centuries in the Carpathian Basin). Studia Comitatensia 1975, 103—104.
Kovacs, Laszlo: Fegyverek és pénzek (Arms and Coins). In: Honfoglalds és régészet (Conquest and Archaeology). Eds.:
Kovacs, Laszl6 — Gyortfy, Gyorgy (Budapest, Balassi Kiado 1994) 194.

Mesterhazy, Karoly: A magyar honfoglalas kor régészetének 6tven éve (Fifty Years of the Archaeology of the Hungarian
Conquest Period). Szdzadok (Centuries) 127 (1993) 303.

Kovécs, Laszlo: Ermék nem disz vagy ékszer szerepben a honfoglalo magyar sirokban (Miinzen in keiner Zierat- oder
Schmuckrolle in den landnahmezeitlichen Grébern) (Coins Not in the Role of Decoration or Jewellery in Conquest Period
Hungarian Graves). In: Vdltozatok a térténelemre. Tanulmanyok Székely Gyorgy tiszteletére (Variante iiber die Geschichte.
Studien zu Ehren von Gyorgy Székely) (Versions of History. Essays in Honor of Gyorgy Székely). Eds../Hrsg.: Erdei, Gyongyi—
Nagy, Balazs. Monumenta Historica Budapestinensia 14 (2004) 46.
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Fig. 2: Distribution of graves containing funerary eye coverings in the Carpathian Basin

THE ARCHAEOLOGICAL INCIDENCE OF FUNERARY EYE COVERINGS
IN THE CARPATHIAN BASIN

A great proportion, 77 percent, of the remains that can be interpreted as funerary eye coverings have
been discovered in male graves, and only 18 percent can be linked to female burials (in the case of
the remaining 5 percent the sex of the deceased could not be determined). Unfortunately, the number
of graves where the age of the deceased could not be determined or no analysis of this type was
performed is quite high. Despite this, it seems that eye coverings were used in the graves of both
children and adults in the case of both sexes. On the basis of the geographical distribution of the known
finds the custom was typical in the eastern and northeastern as well as the southern sections of present-
day Hungary, and only appears sporadically in the western section (fig. 2).2° On the basis of projecting
the four classifications introduced above on the map, no characteristic regions of usage stand out,
the elements of the groups appear intermingled and it can be considered a generally widespread 10™
century practice.

Unfortunately, at the time being sufficient information is not available to be able to place the graves with
funerary eye coverings more precisely within the 10" century. A total of three graves contained accompanying
finds that made a more precise dating possible; the coins discovered in grave 100 at Kiskundorozsma-

2 1. Algy8-well district number 258; 2. Bana-Ordogasta-hegy; 3—6. Hajdubdszérmény-Bodasz616, Biidoskat, Hajdubdszormény-
Vid, Erd6s-tanya; 7-8. Hajdadorog-Gyulas, Hajdudorog-Temetéhegy, 9—12. Hajdtszoboszlo-Arkoshalom; 13. Ikervar-Virag
utca; 14-22. Karos-Eperjesszog; 23. Kenézlo-Fazekaszug; 24-25. Kiskundorozsma-Hosszthat halom, Kiskundorozsma-
Subasa; 26-31. Magyarhomorog-Konyadomb; 32. Nogradkdvesd; 33-36. Piispokladany-Eperjesvolgy; 37-41. Rakamaz-
Strazsadomb, Rakamaz-Turoczi-part (Gyepifold); 42—43. Séandorfalva-Eperjes; 44-46. Sarrétudvari-Hizofold; 47.
Séshartyan-Hosszutetd; 48—50. Szabadkigyds-Palliget Plateau, Szabadkigyds-Tangazdasag sand pit; 51. Szabolcsveresmart-
Szelérd-domb; 52-53. Szeged-Csongradi ut; 54-55. Szentes-Borbasfold; 56. Tarpa; 57-59. Tiszabezdéd-Haranglab diilod;
60-61. Tiszaeszlar-Bashalom-Fenyvespart; 62. Tiszaszederkény-Vegyi kombinat; 63. Tiszavasvari-Aranykerti Plateau; 64.
Zalaszentgrot.
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Hosszuhat-halom dated it to the third quarter of the 10" century, and the coins discovered in the two graves
at the Szeged-Csongradi ut site placed them after the 950s.”!

FUNERARY EYE COVERINGS AND MASKS IN THE EARLY MEDIEVAL REMAINS
IN EASTERN EUROPE AND THE URAL REGION

The use of funerary masks and eye coverings
shows a wide-ranging distribution in both space
and time throughout Eurasia from the Paleolithic
period through Antiquity up to the Early Modern
period.?> The funerary eye coverings that have
been isolated in the find materials of the 10™-11"
century Carpathian Basin show a great deal of
connection with similar pieces observed in the
find materials of Eastern Europe, in particular
that of the early medieval Ural region, as well as
the traces of presumably similar burial customs.
The characteristic rite amongst the Ugrian peoples
who once lived in the western foothills of the Urals , . O

. . . centuries from the site of Gorbunyata (Fodor, Istvan: Osi
— which also appears in the Conquest period find halotti maszkok. Kiallitasi katalogus (Ancient Funerary
materials — is considered one of the most important Masks. Exhibition Catalogue) (Budapest: Hungarian
indicators of Ugrian ethnicity by the vast majority National Museum 2013. fig. 33.)
of experts in eastern archaeological research, and
a significant amount of new professional literature has been written in connection with fortunate finds
in recent years.” In the first half of the 9" century the Hungarians brought numerous cultural elements
from the western foothills of the Urals first to the grassy steppe region of Eastern Europe and then to the
Carpathian Basin. Besides the funerary eye coverings, it is possible to mention objects showing post-
Sasanian influence, partial equestrian burials observed in certain graves, etc.

In the Ural-Kama region the separate eye and mouth sheets can be dated to the earliest period, the 6%-7%
century (fig. 3).2* Although there are examples where the two eyes were covered by two separate pieces, the
form where the eye sheet was comprised of one piece was more widespread. The latest funerary eye and
mouth sheets can be dated to the 9™ century. These were also comprised of two parts, but the metal sheets
covering the eyes and the mouth were now larger in size and essentially touch, and are referred to as half
masks in the research (fig. 4).%

Fig. 3: Separate eye and mouth sheets dated to the §-10th

2 Grave 100; Bende, Livia—Lorinczy, Gabor—Tirk, Attila: Honfoglalas kori temetkezés Kiskundorozsma-Hosszhat-halomrol
(Eine Landnahmezeitlihe Bestattung von Kiskundorozsma-Hosszuhat-Hiigel) (Conquest Period Burial from Kiskundorozsma-
Hosszuhét-halom). Méra Ferenc Miizeum Evkonyve (Annual of the Mora Ferenc Museum) — Studia Archaeologica 8 (2002)
366-367. Graves | and 36; Kiirti, Béla: Honfoglalo magyar sirok Szeged-Csongradi uton (Conquest Period Hungarlan
Graves at Szeged-Csongradi ut). In: Honfoglalé magyarsdg — Arpdd-kori magyarsig (Conquest Period Hungarians — Arpad
Period Hungarians). eds.: Palfi, Gyorgy — Farkas, L. Gyula — Molnar, Erika (Szeged, Jozsef Attila University, Department of
Anthropology 1996) 60.

22 Veres Péter: A honfoglald magyarok temetkezési szokasainak problematikaja. In memoriam Dienes Istvan (1929—-1995) (The

Problems of the Burial Practices of the Conquering Hungarians. In Memoriam Istvan Dienes [1929-1995]). In: Osok, tdltosok,

szentek: tanulményok a honfoglaldskor és Arpad-kor folklérjabél (Ancestors, Shamans and Saints: Essays on the Folklore of

the Conquest Period and Arpad Period). Ed.: Pocs, Eva (Budapest, Hungarian Academy of Sciences, Research Institute for

Ethnography, 1996) 53—66.

Benasun, Aunpeit Muxaiinosud — MBanos, Bnagnmup Anekcanaposnd — Kpeutacosa, Hatanes bopucosHa: Veper [pedypanss

6 OpesHocmu u cpeonue exa (Y da, BTPY 2009) 109.

2 Fodor, Istvan: Osi halotti maszkok. Kidllitasi katalégus (Ancient Death Masks. Exhibition Catalogue) (Budapest: Hungarian
National Museum 2013) fig. 33.

% Fodor, Istvan: Osi halotti maszkok. Kidllitasi katalégus (Ancient Death Masks. Exhibition Catalogue) (Budapest: Hungarian
National Museum 2013) fig. 34.
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Fig. 4: Separate eye and mouth sheets, dated to the 9th century Fig. 5: Funerary mask covering the entire face from the site

from site Bayanovo (Fodor; Istvan: Osi halotti maszkok. Kidllitdsi of Bayanovo (Fodor, Istvan: Osi halotti maszkok. Kidllitdsi

katalogus (Ancient Funerary Masks. Exhibition Catalogue) katalogus (Ancient Funerary Masks. Exhibition Catalogue)
(Budapest: Hungarian National Museum 2013. fig. 34.) (Budapest: Hungarian National Museum 2013. fig. 35.)

Funerary masks that cover the entire face appear at the beginning of the 10™ century (fig. 5).>® These
are generally oval in shape, but less commonly are square or trapezoidal. In the case of a few particularly
carefully made pieces eyebrows, beards and tattoos were also indicated on the masks.?’

In addition to the western foothills of the Urals, funerary eye coverings and masks are also present in
the early medieval archaeological find materials of the Eastern European steppe region (e.g. Korobchino
and Manvelovka).?® In recent years in this area a find horizon has taken form along the middle section of
the Dnieper River, where about one hundred burials from some dozen sites show Uralian and Conquest
period characteristics. Their comprehensive designation is the Subotsi find horizon, which Hungarian and
international research has identified with the settlement area of the ancestors of the Hungarians known
as the Etelk6z in written sources. The finds discovered here do show a strong connection with the find
materials of the 10" century Carpathian Basin as well as with that of the 8"-10™ century Volga-Southern
Ural area.” Included amongst these characteristics are also funerary eye coverings and masks.

2 Fodor, Istvan: Osi halotti maszkok. Kidllitdsi katalégus (Ancient Death Masks. Exhibition Catalogue) (Budapest: Hungarian

National Museum 2013) fig. 35.

Benasun, Aunpeit Muxaiinosud — MBanos, Bnagnmup Anekcanaposnd — Kpeutacosa, Hatanes bopucosHa: Veper [pedypanss

6 OpesHocmu u cpeonue gexa. (Y da, zmarenscko-nonmurpapuaecknii kommmeke BITIY, 2009) 105-106.

28 Korobchino and Manvelovka; Tiirk, Attila: A honfoglalas kori régészeti hagyatékkal kapcsolatot mutato keleti lelohelyek
(Eastern Archaeological Sites Showing Connections to the Archaeological Find Materials of the Conquest Period). In: 4
honfoglalok viselete (The Attire of the Conquerors). Eds.: Sudar, Balazs — Petkes, Zsolt (Budapest, Helikon Kiadé 2014)
54-57; 60.

¥ Tirk, Attila: A honfoglalas kori régészeti hagyatékkal kapcsolatot mutato keleti leléhelyek (Eastern Archaeological Sites
Showing Connections to the Archaeological Find Materials of the Conquest Period). In: A honfoglalok viselete (The Attire of
the Congquerors). Eds..: Sudar, Balazs — Petkes, Zsolt (Budapest, Helikon 2014) 31-32; 53.

27
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THE QUESTION OF FUNERARY EYE COVERINGS FROM THE PERSPECTIVE
OF CULTURAL ANTHROPOLOGY

To decode the function and meaning of the funerary eye coverings, knowledge of the ancient belief system
of the Conquest period Hungarians would be necessary, however we do not have any concrete information
on this. According to earlier theories, the spiritual beliefs of the Conquest period Hungarians, similar to
the Finno-Ugric or other Eurasian peoples, were based on the duality of the soul, differing between the
body soul and the free soul.* It is certain that the function of the funerary eye covering can be connected
to the soul of the deceased, but it is a fundamental question whether it served to protect the dead or just the
opposite, shielding the living from the malign gaze and spirit of the deceased.

In his article, Istvan Dienes, taking the publication of Valeriy Nikolayevich Chernetsov as a basis, interpreted
the sheets placed on the eyes as obstructing the vision of the dead, thus ensuring that the deceased would not
carry off any of the living with them to the afterlife. In parallel with this, the sheets would have also protected
the spirit of the deceased, which malign spirits could have attacked on its path leading to the afterlife.’!

During his travels in Central Asia, Mihaly Benkd spent several years amongst the Mongolian Kazakhs
examining various customs. Due to this, he also gained an insight into their funeral ceremonies, during
which they provided eye covering for the dead. The face of the deceased was covered in a white silk shroud
and gold, silver, or in the case of poorer people, bronze coins or sheets were sewn into the shroud at the
location of the eyes and mouth (fig. 6).>> According to the narrative of the locals, this was necessary for the
dead to be able to see in the afterlife, so both the funerary mask and the funerary eye coverings symbolized

3 Dienes, Istvan: A honfoglaldo magyarok és 6si hiedelmeik (The Conquering Hungarians and Their Ancient Beliefs). In: Urdli
népek. Nyelvrokonaink kulturdja és hagyomanyai (Uralic Peoples. The Culture and Traditions of Our Linguistic Relatives).
Ed.: Hajdu, Péter (Budapest, Corvina Kiad6 1975) 83.

31 Dienes, Istvan: Honfoglaloink halottas szokasainak egyik ugor kori elemér6l (On a Ugrian Period Element in the Funerary
Customs of Our Conquering Ancestors) Archaeologiai Ertesité (Archaeological Bulletin) 90 (1963) 112.

2 Benké, Mihaly: Nomdd vildg Belsé-Azsiaban (Nomadic life in Central Asia) (Budapest, Timp 1998) 129.
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the face of the deceased. They made a distinction between the precious metals in terms of their meaning;
gold radiated the light of the Sun, while silver radiated the light of the Moon.** Through this example,
Mihaly Benkd reconstructed the conceptual background of the metal sheets, fittings and coins sewn into the
funerary eye covering.

In the 19" century Russian researchers examined the burial customs of the Ostyaks, who at that time still
used funerary eye coverings. They also covered the face of the interred, in general with deerskin, into which
copper buttons were sewn at the eyes, mouth, nose and ears. They explained the custom by stating that in
this way the deceased does not see, does not hear, does not sense smells and cannot speak or breathe, or in
other words loses all connection with the world of the living and proceeds on to the afterlife.*

The research also explained the presence of masks and eye coverings in the early medieval graves of
Eastern Europe and the Ural region through the fear the living had of those interred. They may have feared
on one hand the malign gaze of the dead, and on the other hand their breathing, which most certainly also
expressed the presence of the soul. However, alongside the fear, honoring the dead and the protection of the
deceased may also have played a role in connection with the practice.*

However, it is not possible to link the fear of the spirit coming back and haunting with those funerary eye
coverings and masks where separate openings were cut in the metal sheets for the eyes and the mouth, since
these instead opened up the path for the soul. Due precisely to this, I am of the opinion that the custom of
providing funerary eye coverings and masks — in particular in these cases — cannot be explained by the fear
of the spirit returning to haunt. While in certain cases the eyes and mouth of the deceased were genuinely
covered, in other cases they instead emphasized and cleared the path for the gaze and the breath (spirit) with
these openings. Quite a few other methods to prevent haunting by malign spirits are known from Conquest
period burials, for example when the deceased was laid on its stomach or in a contracted position, or was
interred tied up. These graves typically did not contain other goods. In contrast to this, the graves containing
funerary eye coverings often have abundant finds.

EVALUATION

During the research briefly introduced in this essay I collected and systematized the graves found to this point
from the 10™ century in the Carpathian Basin determined to have included funerary eye coverings. I was able
to differentiate four different classifications, which on the basis of the presently available data and examination
results can be found throughout the 10" century and do not show a specific distribution geographically either.
The analysis of burial practices related to graves containing funerary eye coverings has not yet shown any
unifying feature or extraordinary element that would link these graves in any other way. The meaning of the
custom is by all means related to the fate of the soul following death, but the manner of this relationship is
debated in the research. However, an important result of the systemization and analysis of the Carpathian
Basin examples is the observation that while certain pieces on the basis of their design may have blocked the
path for the gaze and the spirit, others were open and instead emphasized this path. It is worthwhile in the
future to examine modern examples in cultural anthropology from this perspective as well. Important tasks of
the continued research are the examination of traces of patina occurring on the skulls, with particular attention
to eye sockets or oral cavities, as well as the expansion of the Hungarian and eastern database on these burials.
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